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1  | INTRODUCTION
Managing	 the	effects	of	domestic	 cats	 (Felis catus)	 on	wildlife	 is	
an	 international	 challenge	 in	 conservation	 science,	 policy,	 and	
practice.	The	issue	is	complex;	cats	undoubtedly	have	significant	
detrimental	 effects	on	 some	vulnerable	 species,	 especially	 in	 is‐
land	ecosystems	 (Medina	et	 al.,	 2011;	Nogales	et	 al.,	 2013),	 and	
previous	 research	 indicates	 that,	 even	 when	 killing	 behaviour	
is	 not	 universal,	 large	 numbers	 of	 cats	 inevitably	 kill	 large	 num‐
bers	 of	wild	 animals	 (Blancher,	 2013;	 Loss,	Will,	&	Marra,	 2013;	
Woods,	McDonald,	 &	Harris,	 2003).	 However,	 substantial	 varia‐
tions	in	landscape	type,	cat	density,	the	vulnerability	of	different	
species	and	populations,	and	cat	management	measures	result	in	




researchers	 have	 also	 begun	 investigating	 the	 role	 of	 owned	 do‐






























Domestic	 cats	 are	 generally	 classified	 as	 either	 “owned”	 or	 “un‐
owned.”	In	practice,	however,	cat	ownership	is	best	conceptualized	
as	 a	 spectrum	of	 control	over	 cat	behaviour,	with	 three	key	areas	
of	 human	 influence:	 provision	 of	 food,	 control	 of	 reproduction,	
F I G U R E  1  Different	categories	of	cat	ownership	and	husbandry	practices	in	relation	to	human	control	over	provisioning,	reproduction,	
and	movement.	All	images	are	classified	as	available	for	reuse	with	modification	under	a	Creative	Commons	Licence.	Credits:	Cássia	Agini	
(indoor	cat),	Stephen	Hanafin	(indoor–outdoor	cat),	Don	Graham	(free‐ranging	cat),	Phil	Roeder	(feral	cat)
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and	control	of	movement	 (Figure	1).	Self‐sustaining	 feral	 cats	 that	
do	not	rely	on	any	human	provisioning,	nor	are	subject	to	any	form	
of	 anthropogenic	 controls,	 are	 at	 one	 end	 of	 the	 spectrum.	 Fully	
confined	 cats	whose	 food	provision,	 breeding,	 and	movement	 are	
closely	controlled	by	humans	are	at	the	other	end.	The	majority	of	
cats	 fall	 somewhere	between	 these	extremes.	Feral	 cat	 “colonies”	
form	 around	 a	 reliable	 food	 source,	 generally	 provided	 (either	 in‐
tentionally	or	unintentionally)	by	humans.	Humans,	therefore,	exert	
some	control	over	the	provision	of	food,	and	potentially	reproduc‐
tion	 (through	 neutering	 programmes).	 “Indoor–outdoor”	 cats	 tend	
to	 have	 closer	 relationships	 with	 individuals	 or	 families	 who	 pro‐
vide	food	and	shelter;	owners	may	also	control	 reproduction	and/
or	cat	movement	(e.g.,	through	garden	confinement	or	keeping	cats	
in	overnight).	 These	differing	 levels	of	 control	 are	 associated	with	
varying	degrees	of	attributed	or	assumed	responsibility	by	owners.	
Colony	cats	are	often	supported	by	“caretakers”	who	assume	volun‐






































Calver,	 &	 Styles,	 2002;	 Lilith,	 Calver,	 Styles,	 &	 Garkaklis,	 2006;	
Kingborough	Council	[Tasmania]	2017),	which	in	some	regions	have	
been	enacted	in	law	(e.g.,	WA	Cat	Act	2011).	Although	support	for	
registration	and	night	 confinement	of	 cats	 is	 relatively	high,	 there	
is	nevertheless	 resistance	 to	permanent	confinement	and	bans	on	
cat	ownership	(Grayson	et	al.,	2002;	Lilith	et	al.,	2006;	Travaglia	&	
Miller,	 2017).	 A	 series	 of	 studies	 (Toukhsati,	 Bennett,	&	Coleman,	
2007;	Toukhsati,	Young,	Bennett,	&	Coleman,	2012;	Zito,	Vankan,	
Bennett,	Paterson,	&	Phillips,	2015)	has	additionally	examined	the	







These	 studies	 have	 almost	 invariably	 employed	 quantitative	





understanding	as	 to	 the	 reasoning	and	affective	 factors	 informing	
these	perceptions.	More	recently,	researchers	in	Australia	(McLeod,	





Here,	 we	 have	 taken	 a	 different,	 qualitative	 approach	 to	 ex‐
ploring	 issues	 surrounding	 cat	 roaming	 behaviour,	 predation,	 and	
management	 in	 the	United	Kingdom.	This	 research	aimed	 to	 flesh	
out,	contextualize	and	develop	our	understanding	of	cat	owner	per‐
ceptions	 and	 behaviours	 by	 exploring	 participants’	 self‐reported	




Given	cultural	 variations	 in	 the	 sociolegal	 context	of	domestic	 cat	






disease.	However,	 owners	must	 also	pay	due	 regard	 to	 their	 pets’	
need	to	display	normal	patterns	of	behaviour	(which,	for	cats,	argu‐
ably	 includes	exploratory	and	hunting	behaviour).	Owned	cats	are	
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legally	 considered	property	 (rather	 than	persons),	 and	 thereby	of‐









peoples’	 cats).	 This	 reflects	wider	 societal	 attitudes	 in	 the	United	




wildlife,	 both	 as	 part	 of	 ecological	 research	 studying	 owned	 cats’	
roaming	and/or	predation	behaviour.	Thomas	et	al.	(2012)	surveyed	
householders	 in	 their	urban	 study	area	 to	examine	perceptions	of	
the	importance	of	cat	predation	on	wildlife,	the	acceptability	of	dif‐
ferent	 management	 strategies,	 and	 how	 existing	 practices	 reflect	













ment.	As	 in	 Thomas	 et	 al.'s	 (2012)	 study,	 a	 substantial	 proportion	
(60%)	did	not	consider	cats	to	be	harmful	to	wildlife.	McDonald	et	





cat	management	 is	 relatively	 low.	This	 is	 supported	by	Hall	 et	 al.’s	
(2016)	international	survey,	which	found	that	owners	from	the	United	











A	 key	 aim	 of	 this	 exploratory	 study	 was	 to	 identify	 the	 perspec‐
tives	 of	 a	 diverse	 group	 of	 cat	 owners	 implementing	 a	 variety	 of	
husbandry	 practices.	 To	 achieve	 this	 diversity,	 48	 participants	
from	37	households	were	recruited	through	several	different	chan‐
nels.	We	distributed	 leaflets	 in	pet	 shops	and	veterinary	practices	
in	 south‐west	 and	central	Cornwall,	 and	posted	an	electronic	 ver‐
sion	of	the	leaflet	on	community	interest	(not	cat‐related)	Facebook	




owners	 practicing	 less	 common	management	methods	 (e.g.,	 those	
with	wholly	outdoor	or	spatially	confined	cats),	we	purposively	re‐
cruited	additional	participants:	two	households	with	farm	cats	and	
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sheet	explaining	the	topic	of	study	and	signed	consent	forms	prior	



















desirable	 or	 a	 positive	 aspect	 of	 cat	 ownership.	 The	 two	 notable	









When	 she	did	bring	 in	 a	vole	or	 a	mole,	 I	 really	 felt	
she	was	settling	in	to	her	environment,	and	she	wasn’t	
















The	 most	 prominent	 viewpoint	 appears	 somewhat	 paradoxical.	
Many	participants	did	not	like	their	pets’	hunting	behaviour	for	rea‐
sons	 including,	 but	 not	 limited	 to,	 its	 potential	 effects	 on	wildlife.	





really	 change	what	 they	 do	 and	what's	 part	 of	 their	 genes,	 I	 sup‐
pose…part	of	their	makeup	is	to	hunt”	[20]).	In	other	cases,	cat	hunt‐
ing	behaviour	was	considered	a	normal	ecological	process,	part	of	a	
natural	order	of	 things:	 “it's	 just	nature	unfortunately”	 (04).	These	
owners	therefore	thought	cat	hunting	behaviour	legitimate,	if	unde‐
sirable,	either	because	it	was	part	of	cats’	behavioural	repertoire	that	
they	 “couldn't”	or	 “wouldn't	want	 to”	 curtail,	 and/or	because	 they	
saw	cat	predation	as	a	natural	ecological	process	that	they	need	not	




06:	 It's	 a	 kind	 of	mixture.	 Like,	 it's	 acceptance	 that	
that's	 in	 their	nature	 to	do	 it,	but,	 you	know...	 I	 still	
feel	a	bit	cross	with	them.
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22:	 I	know	 it's	 their	 instinct,	 it's	a	hunting	 instinct,	 I	
understand	that.	Still	you	think	‘oh	God	no’,	you	know,	
and	you	try	and	rescue	them.
Related	 to	 this	 view	was	a	perception	 that,	 although	hunting	by	
cats	could	pose	a	threat	to	wildlife,	in	the	context	of	other	factors	this	



































Participants	 referred	 to	population	 size	of	 small	mammals	as	a	
factor	affecting	their	views,	but	this	varied	in	direction,	from	“I	don't	
think	we'll	ever	be	short	of	mice”	(12)	to	“little	shrews	and	field	mice,	
some	of	 them	are	 in	decline,	 aren't	 they?”	 (15a).	The	classification	
of	mice,	rats,	and	rabbits	as	“vermin”	was	also	given	as	a	reason	for	
less	concern	about	 these	species,	 and	 their	predation	was	consid‐
ered	more	acceptable	given	cats’	traditional	role	as	pest	controllers	
(“that's	what	people	used	to	have	cats	for,	wasn't	it?”	[09]).	However,	
some	 participants	 were	 equally	 concerned	 about	 birds	 and	 small	
mammals,	 especially	 in	 terms	of	welfare	 and	defencelessness	 (see	
Section	3.1.4	above),	and	one	participant	was	more	generally	con‐
cerned	that	cat	presence	was	“unnatural”,	stating	that:









Some	 owners	 reported	 no	 specific	 concern	 about	 populations	 or	
welfare	of	wildlife,	but	still	considered	hunting	problematic	because	























believe	 themselves—or	 anyone	 else—responsible	 for	 managing	 it.	
Additionally,	some	owners,	though	not	necessarily	happy	with	their	
cats’	hunting,	had	not	considered	whether	they	held	any	responsibil‐
ity	for	 it	as	owners	 (e.g.,	 “I	hadn't	really	thought	about	birds	being	
endangered	and	therefore	[hunting]	being	a	bad	thing”	[32]).






ficult,	 or	 impossible,	 to	 control	 their	 cats’	 behaviour.	 For	 one	
group	 of	 participants,	 this	 barrier	 was	 sufficient	 for	 them	 to	





as	 somewhat	 wild	 and	 independent,	 and	 therefore	 (compared	
to	 dogs	 and	 other	 pets)	 exempt	 from	 tight	 control:	 “They're	
not	 fully	domesticated.	 I	mean,	 there	 is	quite	a	 lot	of	wild	 in	a	
cat”	 (33).	 There	was	 also	 a	 view—consistent	with	 common	 law	
in	the	United	Kingdom—that	it	 is	socially	acceptable	for	cats	to	
roam	and	that	hunting	and	other	behaviours	were	encompassed	
within	 that:	 “I	 think	 there's	a	general	perception…that	cats	are	
independent	by	nature	and	they'll	do	exactly	what	they	 like.	 In	
some	ways,	that's	why	we	like	them,	because	they	do	that”	(09).	
Indeed,	 independence	 and	 autonomy	 were	 regularly	 given	 as	





Another	 group	 of	 participants	 was	 conflicted	 about	 this	 same	
issue;	 they	did	feel	some	responsibility	for	their	cat's	behaviour,	
but	 also	 felt	 that	 this	 was	 extremely	 challenging	 to	 control	 ef‐
fectively:	“I	think	you	can	take	personal	responsibility	to	a	point,	
when	you	can”	(31).	This	group	proposed	a	range	of	possible	strat‐




that	 they	 could	 fully	 curtail	 this	 behaviour,	 as	 it	 was	 generally	





Our	findings	suggest	 that	 the	practice	of	allowing	cats	 to	roam	 is	
associated	with	a	widespread	belief	 that	confining	cats	has	nega‐
tive	welfare	 implications,	particularly	 in	 relation	 to	cats’	ability	 to	
express	“natural”	or	normal	behaviours	 including	exploration,	out‐












than	not	 letting	 it	out	and	 I	 think	 its	 freedom	 is	more	 important”	
(35);	 “There's	 the	 risk	 of	 them	 getting	 knocked	 down…or	 getting	






















kinds	of	methods	 for	mitigating	hunting	behaviour	 in	 cats,	 includ‐





















had	 fenced	 their	 gardens,	which	 enabled	 their	 pets	 to	 go	 outside	
without	 roaming	 and	 reportedly	 limited	 their	 hunting.	 However,	
many	owners	perceived	strong	ethical	and	practical	barriers	to	cat	
confinement	and	particularly	permanent	indoor	confinement	(which	
was	 considered	unfair	 or	 “completely	 against	 a	 cat's	 nature”	 [27]).	
Confinement	 is	 also	 not	 a	 realistic	 option	 for	 those	 people	 who	
keep	 cats	 for	 pest	 control	 purposes,	 and	who	 are	 indeed	 unlikely	
to	contemplate	any	measures	to	mitigate	hunting,	as	this	is	the	pri‐
mary	purpose	of	 their	 keeping	 cats.	 Temporary	 confinement	 (e.g.,	
keeping	cats	 in	overnight),	while	not	necessarily	opposed	by	own‐
ers,	 was	 sometimes	 considered	 difficult	 to	 implement	 in	 practice,	


























When	prey	was	 returned	 to	 the	home	 still	 alive,	 owners	 regularly	
reported	 attempting	 to	 intervene	 and	 stop	 the	 cat	 from	 killing	 it.	
Reported	drivers	for	this	behaviour	were	concern	for	prey	welfare	
and,	more	pragmatically,	wishing	to	avoid	having	 live	animals	and/

































gies	 to	effectively	 replace	hunting	behaviour:	 “We	give	 them	 toys	
but	at	the	end	of	the	day	their	toys	don't	do	anything,	and	they're	











about	 it,	was	 understood	 as	 a	 constituent	 element	 of	 cat	 owner‐














owners	whose	 cats	 are	 prolific	 hunters,	 or	who	 have	 particular,	
competing	 interests	 in	wildlife	 (and	especially	bird)	conservation	












of	 cat	 behaviour	 but	 also	 as	 a	 self‐regulating	 ecological	 process.	
Very	few	participants	raised	or	(when	prompted)	had	considered	the	
potential	effects	of	cat	density	or	conceptualised	domestic	cats	as	
particularly	 distinct	 from	 native	 wildlife.	 Most	 participants	 there‐
fore	considered	hunting	behaviour	an	acceptable,	if	not	necessarily	
desirable,	aspect	of	cat	behaviour.	Furthermore,	there	were	indica‐
tions	that	cats’	independence	and	“wildness”	are	part of their appeal; 
cats	were	considered	more	autonomous	than	dogs,	and	participants	
regularly	referred	to	the	comparative	lack	of	commitment	and	atten‐
tion	 they	 felt	 cats	 required.	This	autonomy	partially	 relies	on	cats’	
territorial	 behaviour	 and	 accompanying	 ability	 to	 self‐exercise	 and	







roaming	 in	 sensitive	 habitats	 (e.g.,	 nature	 reserves),	 individual	 cats	
are	 unlikely	 to	 strongly	 impact	wildlife	 populations.	Minimising	 cat	
impacts	might	therefore	be	considered	a	shared,	rather	than	simply	














Many	 owners	 did,	 however,	 perceive	 themselves	 as	 at	 least	
partly	responsible	for	reducing	their	cats’	potential	to	cause	private	
nuisance,	particularly	if	this	involved	risks	to	others’	pets	or	property	
(i.e.,	 cat–cat	 aggression	or	 cats	 entering	people's	 homes).	 In	 these	













Kingdom	 (compared	with	 the	USA,	where	most	 public	 ordinances	






being	of	 their	cats.	 It	 is	 therefore	worth	 recognizing	 that,	 in	 some	
cases,	cat	owners	may	be	unintentionally	managing	hunting	behav‐
iour	as	a	consequence	of	 their	protective	behaviour	 towards	 their	
cats;	 that	 is,	 owners	 do	 not	 necessarily	 need	 to	 perceive	 hunting	
as	a	problem,	or	assume	personal	responsibility	for	managing	it,	to	
practice	 cat	 confinement.	 Simultaneously,	 however,	 many	 owners	
recognised	that	exploration,	territorial	roaming,	and	hunting	are	nor‐




cats:	 O'Neill,	 Church,	 McGreevy,	 Thomson,	 &	 Brodbelt,	 2015).	































dusk/dawn,	 daytime),	 breed	 and	 early‐life	 effects,	 and	 dietary	 fac‐
tors.	In	addition	to	researching	the	effectiveness	of	these	alternative	




We	 have	 (a)	 highlighted	 the	 diversity	 of	 UK	 cat	 owners’	 percep‐
tions	 of	 their	 pets’	 hunting	 behaviour	 and	 their	 responsibility,	 or	




























characterized	 as	 an	 introduced	 species,	 and	 indeed	 are	 often	
treated	 akin	 to	 native,	 wild	 fauna.	 There	 is	 widespread	 accep‐
tance	of	roaming	cats	in	gardens	and	public	spaces,	and	conflicts	
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surrounding	 individual	 cat	 management	 tend	 to	 revolve	 around	
nuisance	behaviours	 rather	 than	predation	per	 se. Nevertheless,	
cultural	 norms	 are	 subject	 to	 change.	 The	United	Kingdom's	 cat	





development	 of	 commercial	 cat	 food,	 cat	 litter,	 and	 the	 growth	
of	cats	as	companions,	 as	opposed	 to	 free	 labour	on	 rural	prop‐




been	an	 increase	 in	owner	 attachment	 to	 and	 investment	 in	pet	
cats.	A	high	proportion	of	owned	cats	in	the	United	Kingdom	are	
now	 neutered,	 for	 example	 (Hall	 et	 al.,	 2016;	 Sánchez‐Vizcaíno	
et	 al.,	 2017),	 which	 theoretically	 helps	 minimize	 the	 incidence	
of	 unwanted	 kittens	 and	 the	 establishment	 of	 feral	 populations.	
One	area	in	which	uncontrolled	breeding	is	still	an	issue	is	among	
farm	cats.	Animal	welfare	and	conservation	charities	both	advo‐









and	 could	 place	 unnecessary	 restrictions	 on	 owners	 whose	 cats	
either	do	not	hunt	or	are	valued	for	pest	control.	However,	action	
to	mitigate	hunting	behaviour	should	be	encouraged	as	a	positive,	
valuable,	 and	 practical	 component	 of	 responsible	 pet	 ownership.	
Despite	 their	different	priorities,	cat	welfare,	veterinary,	and	con‐
servation	organizations	often	 agree	on	 the	 importance	of	 neuter‐
ing,	vaccinations,	worming,	and	microchipping.	Ensuring	that	these	
responsible	ownership	practices	become	social	norms	may	serve	to	




tively	 commitment‐free,	 or	 even	disposable).	 Particularly,	 compul‐
sory	microchipping	(which	has	recently	been	legislated	for	dogs,	and	
of	which	many	participants	were	supportive)	would	constitute	a	step	


























Raw	 (redacted,	 anonymized)	 transcripts:	 Zenodo	 entry	 http://doi.
org/10.5281/zenodo.1493301	 (Crowley,	 Cecchetti,	 McDonald,	
2018).
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